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What’s it like to be an accountant?

COPYRIGHT 1970. Al CPA

What’s it like
to be an accountant?
What are the chances
for getting ahead
in accounting?
How much
do accountants earn?

What would I be doing
if I went to work
as an accountant?

What kind of education
should I have
if I go into accounting?

What are the advantages
and disadvantages
of being an accountant?

These are the questions
most frequently asked
at high school career days.

... We know these are the most frequently asked
questions because we made a check at about a
hundred career days.
But before we answer the specific questions, it
maybe well to clear up what accounting is.
Accounting is much more than bookkeeping.
Accounting isa means of expressing in clear,
understandable, financial terms the results of
complex operations of business, government, and
other institutions. It provides the basic information
upon which we decide whether things are going
well or badly.
The job is neither easy nor simple. It is no mere
matter of adding up columns of figures, because the
figures represent a lot of different things that keep
changing all the time.
In fact, change—economic action in business,
government, and other institutions—is what
accounting ¡sall about. So you always find account
ants where the action is.
That is why accounting isa direct road toward
many kinds of managerial, executive, and
professional positions.

Austin (left): What are the chances for a black man in
accounting?

Counselor: Many employers want to overcome the
effects of discrimination in the past, which has resulted in
there being too few black accountants today. So they're
making good offers to almost every black college graduate
with a major in accounting. Most of these grads have a
choice among several positions and several locations.
Anna (center): And how about women in accounting?

Counselor: It’s mostly a man's occupation, but a woman
shouldn’t be afraid of it. There are many women in high

executive and professional accounting positions. Also,
accounting can give you the kind of career that’s easy to
combine with marriage—if you want both career and
marriage, either at the same time or at different periods of
your life.
Donald (right): I don’t know how I can afford to go to college.
Can I become an accountant without going to college?

Counselor: That’s almost impossible today. But don’t give up!
You might get part-time work and go to college part-time.
That takes stamina and it’s not the best way to get started.
But it’s better than not getting started at all. Scholarships are
available, too

The answers may best be supplied by these 6 young people
actually working in major areas of accounting.

Fred Putney, BBA, PhD, assistant
professor at Columbia University.
Fred began his own college
studies as an engineering student.
During his sophomore year, he
says, he decided he was more
interested in people than in things
—so he switched to accounting.

Allan Sharfstein, BS, senior
accountant in the General
Accounting Office, an agency of
the Federal Government. The GAO
plays a key role in our political
system of checks and balances;
responsible solely to Congress,
it reviews and evaluates manage
ment performance of agencies
and departments in the executive
branch.

Arlene S. Giordano, BS, MBA,
CPA, senior in a firm of certified
public accountants. Arlene says
that there are more and more good
opportunities for women in
accounting. Her MBA degree
hastened her advancement in
publicaccounting.

William Russo, BS, manager of
audit administration. Bill’s depart
ment serves the U.S. marketing
division of a large national and
international company. After
working for three years as auditor
in one region, he was promoted
to his present position.

Harold E. Davis, BS, MBA,
manager of budgets and analysis.
Harold’s title means that he
manages the intelligence system
and information center of the
business he works for. He provides
the data upon which significant
decisions are based.

Robert P. Titus, BS, staffman
in a firm of certified public
accountants. Bob went into the
Finance Division of the Army after
graduation from college, took
additional accounting courses
after mustering out, and found
that he was prepared for an
excellent beginning position in
public accounting.

What’s it like
to be an accountant?

Government Accountant

If you’re an accountant, you’re important.
The reason you’re important is simple. Our kind of
society runs on money. Managers in all kinds of
enterprises—in business, government,and non-profit
organizations—have to know the effects of spending
money in specified ways. Or they need forecasts of
what spending money in specified wayswill do.
Accountants are the only people who are educated
and trained to make such analyses and forecasts.
Because accountants are important, and
needed, they are well rewarded. Both materially
and psychologically!
You ordinarily find accountants living well—in
comfortable homes, driving the kinds of cars they like
to drive, and otherwise enjoying a secure and
frequently affluent way of life. In general, they live
about the same as managers, executives, and
professionals in other fields.
The accountants I know have a variety of interests.
So their life-styles fit no particular pattern. They
usually have enough money so thatthey can be reason
ably flexible in expressing their personal tastes.
It’s more difficult to explain the psychological
satisfaction in accounting work. This is a reward of
experience! But no doubt the fact that people
appreciate your work has a lot to do with it. People
hang on your words—they depend on information
Allan Sharfstein has a discussion with his team before they
begin an audit. The subject: some problems in connection
with a computerized system.

Allan and wife, Ellen, spruce up
around their house. Relaxation. “I get
ideas while puttering,” says Allan.

that only you can give. When they get the information,
they can make decisions based on sound knowledge
of the facts, and everybody feels good.
Whenever anything really big is done today—in
business or in government—accountants are
involved. Involved, committed, and dedicated! We
accountants are probably the least alienated people
in modern life. We can't feel like outsiders because

we’re not. When things are done, we’re inside the
action—we’re part of it.
More than half of all professional accountants, like
Harold Davis and Bill Russo in this booklet, work for
businesses or other private institutions. About twofifths, like Arlene Giordano and Bob Titus, work for
public accounting firms. These are groups of
independent professionals who serve many clients,

Allan leaving his office on an
assignment. The basic purpose of all
his assignments: has money
appropriated by the Congress of the
United States been spent as intended
in the pertinent legislation?

Lunch in a Federal Building cafeteria.
Conversation at the moment happens
to be about beating the traffic.

mostly businesses, just as lawyers or doctors serve
many clients or patients. About fifteen percent of all
professional accountants work for government—
Federal, state, or local. A small but important
percentage, like Fred Putney, teach.
No matter whom we work for, we accountants
share one trait: we talkand think business. I’m no
exception. Although I work for the Federal
Government, I think of myself asa businessman with
an accounting specialization.
Because we talk and think business, we identify
with economic progress. Making our own special and
necessary contribution to this progress is the overall
significance of our jobs. When our organizations do
well, we feel we are on a winning team.
This feeling isa very important psychological
reward in accounting work. Basically, being involved
like this, and at the same time being well rewarded
materially, is what it’s like to bean accountant.

What are the chances
for getting ahead
in accounting?

Avery large number of top executives in
prosperous corporations are accountants by
education and training. Obviously, a lot of people
have found that the chances forgetting ahead in
accounting are very good.
Here is a small sample of the corporations in which
an accountant is either president or chairman of
the board of directors: Aeronca Aircraft, AlleghenyLudlum Steel, Bell Aerosystems, Caterpillar Tractor,
Chrysler, Cincinnati Gas and Electric, Consolidated
Edison of New York, Countess Mara, Crane, Crucible
Steel, Dunlop Canada, Greyhound, Grumman Allied
Industries, Harrison-Williams, Indianapolis Power and
Light, International Telephone and Telegraph,
Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing, New York
Shipbuilding, Studebaker-Packard of Canada, Sun
Oil, Western Union Telegraph, and Xerox.
Any field provides good opportunities for advance
ment if it is growing, with more positions opening
up not only at the bottom but also in the middle and
at the top. Accounting is the fastest growing
profession in America. This means that during the
past decade there have been thousands of new
executive-level positions. With this kind of growth,

Fred spent two years in a Navy audit office, where he
obtained a wealth of experience in computer utilization. This
experience led him to pursue his doctoral degree in
business, with an emphasis on accounting and information
systems. While in college, he worked part-time for a public
accounting firm.

A letterman in three sports in high
school, Fred now plays only tennis.
Other hobbies: travel, theatre.

it’s much easierforan ambitious man or woman to
getahead.

Also, the opportunities are more readily available
to all because accounting is a diversified field. It's
common for a capable man or woman to better
himself by switching from public accounting to
industry, or vice-versa.

In industry, accountants advance in a variety of
managerial directions that are indicated by the titles
held: cost, finance, and systems analysts; controllers
and directors of management information systems;
treasurers; vice-presidents of finance.
In public accounting, the rungs in the ladder up
are generally indicated by such titles as staff
assistant, senior accountant, supervisor, manager,
and partner. A man or woman may be certified by his
state so that he may offer professional accounting
services, including independent auditing, to the
public. His certificate is comparable to the license
given to lawyers or doctors, permitting independent
practice.

A man possessing this certificate may write after
his name the proud letters CPA, which signify attain
ment of professional status in public accounting.
Accounting positions in government are subject
to civil service regulations. Staff assistants com
monly advance to a variety of supervisory positions.
There is an especially good opportunity for
advancement in teaching accounting. Because
society needs more and more accountants, college

Teaching accounting, says Fred, is more challenging in some
respects than teaching many other subjects. The art and
science of accounting changes quite rapidly, and teachers
have to keep up. Big recent development: need for more
advanced, sophisticated math.

accounting departments need more and more
teachers. Consequently, the chances for advance
ment are better than they are in less dynamic fields.
To expect excel lent future opportunities for
advancement in accounting is just common sense.
Business management becomes more and more
“scientific”—which often means that the services of
accountants are used more and more thoroughly.
There is a growing demand for more rigorous cost
controls and other studies of performance, and
for more expert accounting help in looking ahead
(budgets, return-on-investment analysis, mathe
matical techniques for determining probable results
of alternative courses of action).
More government regulation requires more
accounting data, and more professional accountants
who can take responsibility for its reliability.
In short, there’s a golden future for qualified
accountants.

What kind of education
should I have
if I go into accounting?

Certified Public Accountants
You may now be educated for an accounting
career ina variety of ways: in four-year liberal arts
schools, in undergraduate business schools, in
two-year junior colleges plus two years ina senior
college, in undergraduate study followed by graduate
work, or in a four-year nonbusiness program
supplemented by graduate business school.
One way or another, a student should get this
minimum or its equivalent: four years of college with
a major in accounting.
Whatever pattern of preparation is best for you,
don’t indulge in wishful thinking that high school
education for accounting is enough. It isn’t. What was
good enough for grandfather has gone forever.
In high school, think of yourself as a future pro
fessional man or woman. You need the basic courses
in science, mathematics, English, economics, and
other social studies. A general college preparatory
curriculum will be more valuable than specific
information relating to business that you may obtain
in commercial courses. Take commercial courses
only as electives, if you wish.
To major in accounting in most colleges, you will
need about one-quarter of your credits in accounting,
another quarter in other business subjects, and
about one-half in fulfilling general requirements
Arlene's education is just about ideal for her position in
public accounting: BS in accounting, MBA in taxation, and
professional development courses made available by her
firm. Also, she has her certificate, which makes her a CPA.

Arlene with a console operator in the
computer center of one of her firm's
clients, a large chemical company.
She is involved in a program for
auditing “through” a computer—that
is, subjecting the computer’s
function to tests, so that the validity
of conclusions based on available
data may be assured.

Arlene helps her husband Richard, a podiatrist, to arrange
his own first professional suite. Electrician in foreground.
"She’s a high-priced expert in office layout and management
methods,” observes Richard, “and I don’t have to pay a fee.”

toward a degree and in electives. Courses in English
composition, mathematics, and economics may be
directly related to accounting work.
Fora number of years, many CPAs have pointed
out that students should study for five years and get a
masters degree to prepare for public accounting.
But good jobs are waiting for those with only one
degree, probably because there is such a serious
personnel shortage in accounting. Still, if you can
afford to go an extra year for a second degree, you
will probably make upfor the timeand money
invested quite quickly.
The best accountants like to study accounting.
They have a kind of happy obsession with accounting
problems, just as a crossword puzzle fan can be
absorbed for hours in a hunt for an unusual word.
If you feel this way about accounting, you will
continue to study accounting while you work at it.
This is important. There’s always something new
to learn.

How much
do accountants earn?

Manager of Budgets and Analysis
This is an easy question. Some very good surveys
pinpoint the answers in dollars. According to the
College Placement Council, the average beginning
salary for accountants in March 1970 was about
$9,900. See the graph on the next page for the
trend.
This isoneof the highest beginning salaries
among the major fields but not as high as in engi
neering. However, another survey, by the placement
director at Northwestern University, has shown that
accounting graduates of the class of 1958 were
earning $1,191 a month ten years after graduation,
in 1968. Engineering graduates of the class of
1958 were earning $1,143, a little less than the
accountants.
A survey made at Ohio State University has
disclosed average salaries of accounting graduates
20 to 30 years after graduation. They range from
$20,000 to $30,000.
Of course, accounting often leads to high execu
tive positions, either in industry or in public
accounting, as partners in large firms. Quite a
number of these men have incomes in six figures.

Harold with a projector, preparing a visual presentation for
the board of directors of his company, analyzing alternative
plans for future operations. Harold worked for five years
after getting his first degree, then won a company fellowship
which enabled him to obtain his MBA at a university of
his choice.

An opera buff, Harold stops by
fountain in a center for the perform
ing arts.

At the higher levels, total incomes run above
“salaries” or “income from fees” (for public account
ants). These men ordinarily have other income from
investments, stock options, or other forms of
special executive compensation.
In sum, there is no doubt that accounting is one
of the best of all careers in terms of earnings.

Trend in beginning jobs
for accounting graduates
Monthly salary

1972

$1,000

Average

80% range ...........
(excluding the top 10% and bottom 10% as unusual)

What would I be doing
if I went to work
as an accountant?

Staff, firm of
Certified Public Accountants

More than half of all accounting graduates work
first in public accounting. No doubt my own experi
ence has been fairly typical.
I worked for a time under close supervision. My
employers, a firm of certified public accountants,
made sure that my knowledge of accounting theory
and methods was supplemented by practical
experience before they began to give me independent
responsibilities. I counted cash. I counted securities.
I analyzed the amounts due from customers of a
client to show what proportion are current and how
long others have remained unpaid. I observed
inventory.
Then I was put in charge of specific sections of
large jobs, and I handled some small engagements
by myself.
The first two or three years in public accounting
are interesting because of the variety of people
and businesses you encounter. During my first year
I assisted mainly in auditing work for clients in
these fields: metal fabrication, retail trade, printing,
a charitable organization, a brokerage house, an art
gallery, and an importing firm. I also assisted in
the preparation of a schedule for a Securitiesand
Exchange Commission Report.
Besides working, I also attended the training
program offered by my firm.
Graduates who accept an accounting position in
an industry or other private institution follow a
somewhat different path of development. Generally,
after a brief training period, they are assigned toa

Bob working with his firm’s chief of
staff, a certified public accountant.
Close association with experienced
professionals is a major reward of
many beginning positions.

special field within the broad area of financial
management. A list of the more common specializa
tions shows what accountants in industry do. They
are: budgetary control, forecasting, long-range
planning, capital budgets, investment of surplus and
trust funds, cost control, systemsand data process
ing, internal auditing, taxation, statistics, compli
ance with law and government regulations,
credits and collections, insurance, stockholder
reporting, and financial administration.
In contrast with beginning public accountants,
who move from one of their firm’s clients to another,
the new accountants in industry have their own
desks in one spot in one office.
Government accountants also work in a variety of
specializations which determine what they do. For
example, revenue agent for the Internal Revenue
Service is an accounting position. After a six-month
internship, consisting of classroom instruction
and work under close supervision, you begin to make
investigations to determine correct Federal tax
liabilities.
But every government department or agency—
Federal, state, or local—must have its accountants
whocan administer the properflow of funds in
accordance with the relevant law. They generally
learn in special training programs or on the job the
particular requirements of their positions.
Ordinarily, the steps up in accounting work
(public, private, or government) are marked by the
size of the responsibility assumed. In industry, the

Bob talking with a pressman in a
printing plant that belongs to a client
of his firm. An auditor has to study
and know all about a client’s
operations, says Bob.

Touch (!) football? Bob is trying to
block his own brother.

treasurers and controllers coordinate the activities of
many specialists. In public accounting, the partners
coordinatethe work of their staffs, and of depart
ments specializing in auditing, taxation, and
management advisory services.
As a man or woman reaches these levels, his work
is mostly planning, administration, and the appli
cation of accounting and business judgment refined
by considerable experience.

What are the advantages
and disadvantages
of being an accountant?

Manager of Audit Administration
My associates on this panel, in theforego
ing pages
of this booklet, have answered these questions to
a degree. My job is to summarize and add a little.
First, the disadvantages:
In many accounting positions, there are days of
tedious work during the first year or two. Probably
the same is true of many other lines of work. You
have to walk before you run.
This situation should be considerably improved
by the time today’s high school students finish
college. More and more of the routine work is being
handled by data processing machines.
If you insiston being an outdoor type all the time,
you won’t like accounting because you’ll have to
be in an office a lot.
Some accounting positions, like mine, require
traveling. Whether this is an advantage or a disadvan
tage no doubt depends on personal circumstances.
Actually, there are no serious disadvantages in
accounting work if you like and have an aptitude for it.
One of the best ways of assessing your own
aptitude and taste is to take elementary accounting
in college. You can’t lose. Accounting is the language
of business, and a little knowledge of it ought to be
part of the preparation for life of every collegeeducated man and woman. If you conclude, after one

"What's an internal auditor do?” the photographer asked
Bill. “He sees that his company gets full value for all it spends
and full revenue for all it produces,” Bill answered.

Bill’s company, a large national and international producer
and distributor of appliances, built a management
information center in an oak grove. Bill and his boss have
coffee on the terrace. The boss is manager of internal
auditing for the company’s North Atlantic Consumer
Products Group.

course, that accounting is for you, you may then go
on to major in it.
That would launch you toward an accounting
career.
If you like and have an aptitude for accounting,
these are some of the most significant advantages:
Accounting, as compared with most other fields,
gives you exceptionally good opportunities for
advancement.
Accounting brings you into close association with
interesting and energetic people in many businesses
and professions.
Accounting gives you reasonable assurance of a
comfortable life, economically; and there are many
opportunities for becoming affluent.
Accounting is an expanding field. There’s always
something new. So a good accountant stays on
his toes.
Accounting gives you the satisfaction of doing
work that aids the constructive solution of economic,
social and political problems. Accounting work is a
personal contribution toward a more rational world.

Your Future

What will you be doing twenty or thirty years from
now, after you have become a mature business
or professional person?
What, therefore, should you do now to prepare?
Students in the process of selecting careers are
not alone in being concerned about the future.
Some business and professional people are equally
involved. During the 1960’s, the AICPA made an
eight-year study of the future, to which both social
scientists and all types of accountants contributed.
The main purpose was to help practicing
accountants, who were naturally concerned about
the effect of future events on their practices.
But the findings have at least equal importance
for students.
The social scientists and accountants reached a
consensus on a number of matters that will affect
work during the last decades of this century.
An Economic Development: Almost all of the
capital funds now used by corporate business are
made available in accordance with the judgment of
sophisticated executives or analysts. The amount
contributed by individual investors is almost
negligible—about 5 percent. This means that
increasingly comprehensive and complex financial
reporting will underlie the flow of tomorrow’s
investment and credit. The value of the accountant’s
judgment as to the reliability of this reporting will
be enhanced.
A Social Development: Increasingly, businessmen
are socially accountable to the public. For example,
many recent “conflict of interest’’ cases in the
business world would not have been “cases” at all
20 years ago. Also, business becomes concerned
not only with financial data but with social data, as
it pursues social as well as profit objectives.
A Political Development: Intervention in the
economy by the Federal Government will continue
to increase: all the available evidence points to this
conclusion: This does not mean that the United
States will become a socialist country. However, a
new society is evolving that does not conform to
some classical definitions of capitalism.
In this new economy, it will be increasingly taken
for granted that there are problems which are not
solved by the free market. Solutions will be proposed
and carried out very often with government help.

In this cooperative relationship between business
and government, the practical administration of
almost all specific programs requires voluminous
data. Intelligent planning requires knowledge of the
facts. Most of the facts are economic: costs, prices,
sales, profits, and so on.
In such a political climate, the accountant sits in
the key post of liaison between the two most
important institutions in our society—business and
government. Today the accountants liaison covers
such activities as tax administration, securities and
exchange regulation, negotiation and renegotiation
of government contracts, loans to small business,
rural electrification, providing economic opportuni
ties to disadvantaged people. There is a consensus
that the list will lengthen.
A Technological Development: The impact of the
computer revolution on accountants is already heavy
—it will become even heavier. While there is a
certain genre of science fiction that sees the
computer as a means of depersonalizing human
existence, the social scientists and accountants see
the computer as a tool with a magnificent social
potential. Of course, computers do only what they are
programmed to do; but because they can produce
data that otherwise would be economically unavail
able, human society can operate on a basis of more
knowledge as a result. Accountants will stand in
pivotal positions, as decisions are made with this
expanded knowledge to define problems, obtain
data, and plan solutions.
These economic, social, political, and technological
developments have one thing in common: they all
require people who are experts in the development,
analysis, interpretation and communication of
economic data. Today—and tomorrow—these people
are, and will be, educated accountants. Thus, the
profession has worked with social scientists to study
its total relationship with society, so that individuals,
accountants or future accountants, can become
aware of the direction of change, and take advan
tage of opportunities.
What can you do?
If you have the ability and the will, you can join
in grasping these opportunities. The profession
will welcome you.

Bill waves good-bye to his wife. As
manager of audit administration, he
frequently visits regional offices of
his company.
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